
                                                     
 

POSTCARDS FROM THE FUTUREPOSTCARDS FROM THE FUTUREPOSTCARDS FROM THE FUTUREPOSTCARDS FROM THE FUTURE is a series of short articles that offer a provocative view of India’s 

future.  While granting that the future is inherently unknowable, it attempts to show how the future may 

play out at the micro level, based on data and using the systematic and established approaches of the 

discipline of futures studies. 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not a day goes by nowadays, without a piece in the newspapers talking about talent shortage or the coming 

skills crunch or rapidly rising salaries or the fickle, job hopping generation entering the job market today.  

The difficulty of finding good people and retaining them is the constant refrain among senior managers 

when they meet professionally or personally.  From small entrepreneurs to large, one and all believe, “there 

is so much business out there to be had, if only I had the people, I would be able to grow far faster than I 

am growing today”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beneath these visible realities of a rapidly growing economy, there are deeper forces at work that are worth 

examining, to form a view on how the future could pan out.  How would employer-employee relationships 

develop over the next decade?  What are the trends and patterns of change?  Will there be a new 

equilibrium?  These are questions of interest to all of us who have a dual stake in the job market as 

employees and as managers and entrepreneurs. 

 

In the last decade, as we have seen the economy shift from being a closed one to a more open and globally 

integrated one, there has been a fundamental and indisputable shift in the contract between employer and 

employee.  It was inevitable, really, in the change of economic system.   
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THE FUTURE OF EMPLOYER-EMPLOYEE 

RELATIONS: A TOUGH BALANCING ACT 

Wearing their managerial hat, people bemoan the fickleness and seemingly insatiable 

demands of today’s employees while deep down, wearing their individual hat they rejoice in 

the choices available and know that they would probably behave in the same way. 

In the socialist era, the unwritten contract and understanding, 

whether in the public sector or private sector was a 

humanistic exchange which gave primacy to the relationship 

between employer and employee.  In exchange for the 

employee’s loyalty and productivity, the employer provided 

security, took care of living standards and planned the 

employee’s career and social progress. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today, given the rapidly expanding economy, Indian employees, especially managers, are enjoying their 

unprecedented freedom of opportunity to make work choices – whether it is in the type of industry, type of 

work or location and in the money they can make.   Job insecurity is not their key concern.  Talent 

management is a big concern that employers on the other hand, are grappling with. 

 

It seems that an equilibrium has been reached which will stay and the challenges are really operational – 

how to make the system work to the mutual benefit of both parties.   But is this so?  

 

So far, we have viewed the labour market through the lens of economics, exploring the new agenda of both 

players in the market and their alignment.  However, the labour market is not only an economic system, it 

is also a socio-cultural system and it needs to be aligned to the values of the culture for it to be effective in 

meeting the needs of both employers and employees over the long run.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While this is the culture today, people also expressed their aspiration in terms of desired cultural values.  

The biggest changes desired are a lowering of power distance viz greater equality and less gender 

discrimination in society and in organizations.  There is also a desire for greater assertiveness, performance 

In today’s new economy we have adopted the global (American) 

model to a very large extent.  The aim is to have a flexible labour 

market that is tuned to sales and market realities so that the 

employer is able to manage costs.  The fundamental ethos of the 

relationship is utilitarian and contractual viz., we have a 

relationship so long as we are mutually useful to each other.  The 

mutual exchange is that of skill and productivity for money.  

Deep down, both employer and employee believe in the inherent 

replaceability of the other (“tum nahin toh aur sahi”).  This is 

what ensures flexibility for the employer in reducing head count 

in order to lower costs, should he be required to do so.   

 

In the new economy, the employee takes charge of shaping his own career path 

and progress through a series of judicious moves which can take him to the top.  

“Acquire lifelong willingness to learn and reskill” is the career advice given to 

young managers who have to grow in the new economy.  This leads to an 

individualistic ethos among employees who obey their own personal career 

dictates and don’t really care about the needs of the company where they 

happen to be at any point of time.   

 

GLOBE, is a recent (2002-2004) large scale cross-cultural study carried out 

among middle level managers across 62 countries, of cultures and leadership 

style.  This study reveals that the distinct characteristics of Indian culture that 

define the work culture as well as preferred leadership style.  Indian (work) 

culture scores high on: 

a) Humane orientation - the degree to which society/organizations encourage 

and reward individuals for being fair, altruistic, friendly, generous, caring 

and kind to others.  

b) In-group collectivism - the degree to which individuals express pride, 

       loyalty and cohesiveness in their families and organizations 

c) Power Distance - the extent to which members of an organization or  

society expect and agree that power should be unequally shared.   

d) It scores low on Assertiveness - the degree to which individuals in  

organizations or societies are assertive, confrontational or aggressive in 

social relationships.  In the Indian case, this is borne out by people’s 

inability to say a direct “no” and to express anger against authority figures. 



orientation and future orientation by way of forward thinking and planning.  However, this is accompanied 

by a desire for even greater humane orientation. 

 

Looking ahead, thus, we would expect future employer-employee relations to be the outcome of an inter-

play of economic and socio-cultural drivers.  It will be the result of a delicate balancing act of opposing 

value sets - of utilitarian and humanistic values, of individualistic and collectivist orientations.  Several 

scenarios are possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is low intrinsic work satisfaction, but people stick with it for the money and lifestyle.  Hence they 

seek to reduce dissonance by seeking meaning outside work, by contributing to the larger society.  The 

family is the sole emotional anchor for people.  Employees anchor their work identity in their profession 

rather than the company they work for. Employers, especially in service industries, despite their best 

attempts to brand themselves and create fun, fair and flat work places will find high attrition levels.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These scenarios are not mutually exclusive and it may be that all three may be found in different industries 

at the same time.  One thing that will not change, however, in the next decade is endless debate about the 

eternal question - what motivates employees and the relative importance of extrinsic and intrinsic factors.  

Expect lots and lots of HR conferences on the topic as well as a number of books on the subject by Indian 

business leaders and consultants. 

Scenario A:  The future is already here and visible in the IT and ITES 

industries.  This scenario would come about primarily because the top 

IT/ITES companies act as role models. This is a scenario of extreme 

individualism with a strongly utilitarian view of the employer- employee 

relationship.  In this scenario, the economics overrides culture in the work 

sphere.  The result would be lots of job-hopping to make hay while the sun 

shines, since there would be high volatility and insecurity in the job 

market.  Work itself would be quite repetitive since it follows process 

logic to drive costs down and maximize productivity.  Workplaces are 

competitive more than co-operative.   Long hours and demanding 

customers create huge stress.   

Scenario B:  The rise and rise of functional and professional networks. 

With utilitarian values governing employer-employee relationships, people begin to 

anchor their work identity and fulfil their needs for ‘humane values’ through their 

peer network.  They define their professional identity by what they do rather than 

who they happen to work for at any point in time.  There is an explosive growth in 

informal and formal professional associations which are used for networking, for 

training, for knowledge and for support, for camaraderie and bonding.  Since the 

peer group is the emotional anchor, companies become the source of monetary 

rewards for work.  There would continue to be high levels of attrition and 

companies would face a real challenge of retention and contribution.  Brand name 

firms have an advantage because they add to the market value of the professional. 

Scenario C:  The rise and rise of the “caring company”.   

Enlightened firms begin to realize the limits of the cost and flexibility orientation to 

people.  In a competitive market place, they need to engage the hearts and minds of 

employees to get them to contribute to their full potential in the work place.  These 

companies move beyond the rhetoric of employees as assets and really walk the talk.  

Their human resource planning is based on “humane” values and they are willing to 

trade lesser flexibility for greater loyalty and contribution.   

They create a humane and family atmosphere at work, apart from making it fun, flat 

and fair.  To the extent possible, they structure workflows not just for cost efficiencies 

but also to make work itself more fulfilling and meaningful to employees.  After some 

years of enjoying the freedom to job hop and move up quickly, young people also 

realize the value of the caring company.  Enlightened large corporates as well as 

famous small firms have an advantage and become the sought after work places.   


